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Chile’s coronavirus outbreak helps revive Piñera’s fortunes
Approval ratings for the billionaire president have more than doubled

A municipal worker disinfects the central market in Chile’s capital, Santiago © Martin Bernetti/AFP /Getty

Benedict Mander in Buenos Aires 5 HOURS AGO

When Chile’s president Sebastián Piñera ordered troops on to the streets last year
in a crackdown against anti-government protests, the move was met with
widespread public outrage. Last month the military was back — to a very different
reception.
The army has been called in to enforce restrictions aimed at halting the spread of
coronavirus and the presence of soldiers on the streets has almost been celebrated
by Chileans fearful of the deadly disease.
The change of heart towards the military is just one example of how the
coronavirus pandemic has helped to resurrect the political fortunes of Mr Piñera.
Approval ratings for the billionaire leader, who is widely seen as out of touch with
ordinary people, have more than doubled from a low of 9 per cent in February to
25 per cent. The virus has also put an end to the mass demonstrations against
inequality that threatened to topple Mr Piñera’s centre-right government last year.
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“For Piñera, [coronavirus] has been a life saver. He was drowning and rescued by
his worst enemy,” said Patricio Navia, a political scientist at the Diego Portales
University in Santiago, who compares Mr Piñera’s relationship with Chileans since
the protests erupted in October to a married couple about to get divorced.
“It’s as though all of a sudden one of their kids got cancer, so they had to put aside
their differences. But it doesn’t mean that once this crisis is over things won’t go
back to normal . . . it could bring them closer together, or maybe they will still hate
each other’s guts,” he said.
Chile is considered to have dealt with the outbreak of coronavirus relatively
successfully compared with some other countries in the region, notably Brazil and
Mexico. The national death toll reached 139 on Monday, while the number of
Chileans who have tested positive has surpassed 10,500, almost 45 per cent of
whom have developed symptoms.
Late last year Mr Piñera’s government announced a $5.5bn economic stimulus
package to address some of the more immediate demands of the protesters. But the
underlying grievances that led to the unrest remain. Chile is still a highly unequal
society with patchy public services and an entrenched elite.

Sebastián Piñera, centre, wears a face mask during a meeting with ministers on the coronavirus crisis earlier this month ©
Sebastian Beltran Gaete/Agencia Uno/dpa
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Marta Lagos, a pollster in Santiago, said it was inevitable that the protests would
begin again once the coronavirus threat had eased. Indeed, a small group
reappeared at Plaza Italia, the centre of last year’s demonstrations in central
Santiago, after some quarantine restrictions were lifted on Monday, but was
dispersed by police with water cannon.
To put an end to the demonstrations, she said, the government needed to address
the protesters’ main demands: reform of the pensions system, whose meagre
payments are often lower than the minimum wage, a rise in the minimum wage
itself and an increase in taxes to fund state involvement in the economy.

Chilean soldiers wearing face masks patrol the streets of Santiago © Martin Bernetti/AFP/Getty

Felipe Larrain, who was Mr Piñera’s finance minister until a cabinet reshuffle late
last year, argues that it would be hard for the government to do much more than it
is already doing. Chile’s fiscal stimulus package so far is one of the largest in the
region, worth about $18bn, or almost 7 per cent of gross domestic product.
“The big social issue today is coronavirus, so social policies are being implemented
to counter that — there is not enough for everything, we need to prioritise,” he said,
adding that it was crucial to mitigate the impact of “inevitable” bankruptcies and
unemployment levels he expected to rise above 10 per cent of the working
population.
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Nevertheless, there has been good progress and a “massive” amount of resources
has been used, he said, with the fiscal deficit reaching 8 per cent of GDP this
month, according to the latest government figures. Moreover, Chile has more room
to act than other countries in the region.
“Some countries have very little fiscal space. But because Chile saved responsibly in
the past and has relatively low debt levels, it can do more now,” said Mr Larrain.
Mr Navia believes if the coronavirus outbreak is brought under control relatively
soon the protests will return to the streets in full force ahead of October’s
referendum on constitutional reform. The vote was originally scheduled for this
month but had to be postponed because of the pandemic.
But if the direst predictions for the economic fallout from Covid-19 come true —
with unemployment reaching as much as 20 per cent — then Chileans may have
more pressing issues on their minds than constitutional reform, which was one of
the central demands of last year’s protests.
“The worse coronavirus hits Chile, the less likely the protests are to return,” said
Mr Navia. “Everything will depend on when the coronavirus crisis ends.”
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